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Abstract
This thesis examines how Basque-American communities from the 1930s to the 2000s,
responding in part to external threats and accusations of treason, communism, or terrorism, and
have come to be identified more with cultural practice over homeland politics. This can be seen
through the career and legacy of Pete Cenarrusa (1917-2013), a longtime Idaho politician of
Basque descent. Cenarrusa’s early life and career were dedicated to Basque nationalist politics,
but his primary legacy is that of a cultural preserver, who helped to further develop the Western
United States’ Basque community’s cultural focus, as expressed through festivals, physical sites
and community-based Basque-American organizations.
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I.

Introduction
“Zaitzart Bat,” or “the eight that are one,” is a modification of the original Basque

expression “Zazpiak Bat” which means “the seven that are one.” The original expression has
long been used by those who support a unified Basque nation, represented by Navarre, Basse
Navarre, Zuberosa, Bizkaia, Guipuzkoa, Lapurdi, Alava, and Vizaya.1 The addition of an eighth
component through “Zaitzart Bat” represents the Basque diasporic communities spread across
the globe. However, what links these Basque communities together? Outside of their traditional
lands, Basques commonly demonstrate their identity and heritage through both politics and
cultural expression. For the United States-based Basque diaspora, it is primarily cultural practice
that underpins its identification as a Basque community. Some scholars see regional differences
within the diaspora in the United States, dividing Basque-American communities into a nonpolitical “West” and a political “East.” This is defined as open or publicly known political
activity or sentiments. Although the Basques in the West may be equally as passionate as their
Eastern peers, they were not as vocal or well known. However, it is clear that throughout the
American Basque community history, culture has always trumped overt homeland politics in
terms of Basque-American identity. Political activity, in this paper is defined in relation to
homeland politics of the Basque region, not United States politics unless they related to Basque
homeland politics. More overtly political moments and movements fall to the wayside, with
Basque communities instead preferring to promote cultural practices and preservation as the
foundation for their community’s identity, which is most clearly seen through the life and career
of Pete Cenarrusa. Cenarrusa made connections with important American politicians of the
times, most prominently Senator Frank Church, and later Basque government officials. He also
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had many interactions with the militant Basque terrorist organization, Euskadi ta Askatasuna
(ETA). However, Cenarrusa’s political activism failed to attract a large following even in his
regional Basque community in the West, and his legacy is much clearer in his later life through
fruitful cultural preservation efforts.
Pete Cenarrusa (1917-2013), the son of Basque immigrants, served in the Idaho House of
Representatives from 1950-1956 and later served as Idaho Secretary of State from 1967 to 2003.
Beginning in the 1970s, Cenarrusa sought to drive interest in the Basque political movement, and
for much of his early career promoted politics as a major factor in Basque identity in the United
States. Cenarrusa made connections with important American politicians of the times, most
prominently Idaho Senator Frank Church, and later Basque government officials. He also had
many interactions with the militant Basque terrorist organization, Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA).
However, Cenarrusa’s early political activism failed to attract a large following even in his
regional Basque community in the West, and his legacy is much clearer in his later life through
fruitful cultural preservation efforts.
Through the example of Pete Cenarrusa, this work will examine the recent history of the
creation and shaping of Basque-American identity. This thesis will begin by reviewing the
literature pertaining to people of the Basque diaspora. In the second section, I discuss the history
of the Basque communities in the United States and the challenges and opposition they faced. I
will discuss the failed political activism of the Basque-American communities who struggled
under the weight of perceived associations with Communism and terrorism and demonstrate how
broader cultural and heritage practices have been celebrated from the early 20th century to the
early 21st century instead. The third section will focus on Cenarrusa’s life, with attention to his
career in politics and connections to Basque political organizations, while a fourth section will
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focus on particular moments in his revealing career. The cultural preservation efforts prompted
by Cenarrusa is the focus of the fifth section of the thesis. The final section will explore
Cenarrusa’s legacy for the Basque-American community, highlighting its waning interest in
politics in favor of wider cultural identity.
I.

Literature Review
Scholars have paid comparatively little attention to Basque diasporic communities

outside Europe. Academics who have explored the United States Basque diaspora, however,
usually focus solely on their early history, or divide them neatly into Eastern and Western
regional communities based in part on their political activism. These works have mapped out the
Basque diaspora’s communities, including the Western and mid-Western states, and the
community in New York. These works are fundamental to the understanding of early BasqueAmerican identity, offering insight into Basque-American political movements and
organizations. Scholars have primarily focused on either politics or culture within these
communities and very rarely explore the overlap and change that can be seen in the life of
someone like Pete Cenarrusa.
As a general history written from a popular perspective, The Basque History of the World
by Mark Kurlansky, published in 1999, focuses primarily on the Basques in Europe and gives an
in-depth history of their country, cultures, and political practices. Unlike other writers Kurlansky
does not offer a purely chronological account of the Basque people. Sprinkled throughout the
work are anecdotes about various cultural practices such as how Jai Alai is played or how a
recipe for Ttora, a fish soup, is made. This is unlike other authors who would largely ignore these
stories, but it adds an insight into what differentiates the Basques from the French and Spanish
while telling their history. Usefully, Kurlansky examined the early history of ETA and offers an
3

overview of their change from a nationalist organization to a terrorist organization with
nationalist goals.2 Other books that go into greater detail of ETA’s history include Endgame for
ETA by Teresa Whitfield. 3 There is also Dirty War, Clean Hands by Paddy Woodworth.4
Scholarly works examining the history of the United States Basque-American diaspora
tend to separate Basque American communities by region. There have been a few works that
examine the early history of the Basques in the United States, such as Basque Diaspora by
Gloria Totoricagüena.5 William Douglass and Jon Bilbao’s Amerikanuak: Basques in the New
World, an early work published in 1975, offered the deepest dive into the history of the Basque
diaspora in the United States Amerkanuak explores why early political movements did not take
root in the Western Basque communities, linking this tendency to the migration of French and
South American Basques to the Western United States during the California Gold Rush. Bilbao
and Douglass suggest that newly emigrated Basques in the Western United States did not form
permanent communities that would allow for a politically driven intelligentsia to cement, thus
forming a contrast to, for example, the role of an intelligentsia in the Basques of South America
communities.6 While Bilbao and Douglass discuss the Basque community in New York, they do
not devote as much attention to it as they do the Basques in the Western United States.
Óscar Álvarez Gila’s “Changes on Perception of Ethnic Identity after the End of Mass
Migration. The Basques in the United States” offers a different explanation for the more
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apolitical bent of the Western Basque communities of the United States. Gila’s main argument is
that the Basque community purposefully rejected homeland politics in order to protect
themselves in their new nation.7 Gila explains the many reasons that Basques in the West sought
to escape the threat of being seen as treasonous to the American ideal.8 Gila concludes with an
explanation of how Basque Americans managed to create their own hybrid of Basque culture that
would be approved of within the framework of American ideals and traditions. For example, Gila
discusses the expansion of “non-threatening” cultural practices including Basque picnics in the
1940s, which would inspire and give way to the Western Basque Festival. Gila’s “fear”
argument, however, does not explain activity in New York or Boise Basque communities, and
neglects other reasons as to why politics did not take hold in the Western Basque communities.
Both regional distinctions and the place of politics continue to figure prominently in the
diaspora literature. Gloria Totoricagüena has sought to make distinctions between Eastern and
Western communities in her work, including the 2003 “Historical Aspects to Political Identity in
the New York Basque Community” and her 2004 “Kaletarrak eta Baserritarrak: East Coast and
West Coast Basques in the United States.” These two works focus more on the political aspects
of the Basque diasporic communities and the reasons why some were more active in politics.
Totoricagüena explores the political identity of the Basque Community in New York City,
examining the rise and fall of the first Basque political organization in the United States, and
offers a comparative study of the differences in the Basque communities of the East Coast and
the West Coast of the United States. Her work goes into greater detail about the vastly different
historical experiences those of the East had in comparison to their Western counterparts. Unlike
Gila’s claim that the Basque immigrants self-identified as either Spanish or French and it was not until later
generations that they began to identity as Basque due to the outbreak of the Spanish-American War.
8
Óscar Álvarez Gila, “Changes on Perception of Ethnic Identity after the End of Mass Migration. The Basques in
the United States”, Amnis no.12 (June 2013). https://doi.org/10.4000/amnis.1977
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the vast open areas and solitude of the Western United States, those on the East Coast were faced
with an assault of different languages, fashions, religions, and lifestyles. Totoricaguena’s work
discusses the significance of cultural practices, even in the most politically charged BasqueAmerican community.
A contrast can be found in a second Totoricagüena article published in 2004. Her “Pete
Cenarrusa: A Post-Modern Basque” is one of two key biographical works on Cenarrusa and
focuses on his political activism on behalf of the Basques and Basques-Americans.9
Totoricagüena positions Cenarrusa and the Eastern Basque community as paragons of political
power and inspiration. Totoricagüena discusses his work with the Burgos Trial, a famed
prosecution of ETA members by the Franco regime and highlights Cenarrusa’s effort to secure
Senator Frank Church’s involvement in Basque politics.10 Totoricagüena argues that Cenarrusa’s
legacy was, in this way, his political career. However, this work ignores the lasting cultural
impact that Cenarrusa had on his Basque community and, by extension, the wider Basque
diaspora in the United States.
A different image of Cenarrusa emerges from a subsequent work, written by Quane
Kenyon with the collaboration of Cenarrusa himself. In 2009’s Bizkaia to Boise: The Memoirs of
Pete T. Cenarrusa, Kenyon and Cenarrusa offered details about the latter’s political life
particularly with regard to American politics.8 However, the authors do not detail, in this work,
the Basque influence and Cenarrusa’s political efforts to aid the Basque people. Only in chapter
twelve, the final chapter of the book, do they discuss why he dedicated so much of his life and
work to aiding the Basque people, and there is no explanation as to why the writers chose to

Gloria Pilar Totoricagüena, “Pete T. Cenarrusa: A Post-Modern Basque”, EuskoNews no. 243, (March 2004).
Quane Kenyon, Pete Cenarrusa, Bizkaia to Boise: The Memoirs of Pete T. Cenarrusa, (Reno: Center for Basque
Studies, 2009).
9
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focus on his American-centric political career. It is possible that Cenarrusa, despite his apparent
collaboration, did not fully control the writing or structure of this work. It is also possible the
authors sought to avoid accusations that Cenarrusa had favored a foreign country over his native
land, especially since he was an American politician. However, before exploring the complicated
history of Cenarrusa’s cultural and political life, it is imperative to understand early Basque
history in the United States.
II.

Background to the United States Basque Community
After arriving in the United States, the Basques did not immediately discard their culture

and embrace American culture. Basque cultural movements happened at different times and in
different ways depending on the region. The Eastern Basques were quicker to organize
politically than their Western counterparts. Two main groups emerged in the Eastern United
States, Aberria and the Centro Vasco Association (CVA). Aberria was a short-lived political
organization in the 1920s and 1930s, while the CVA, after an early embrace of homeland politics
turned to promoting Basque culture and shunned political activism. While the Eastern
community was known for its politically charged members, Western Basques became well
known for organizing large festivals and cultural centers. Basque culture slowly evolved from
private or community focused gatherings to international events drawing in crowds from all over
the world. This can be seen in the creation of the Western Basque Festival, the first major
Basque cultural festival open to the public, where politics clearly fell to the wayside. The focus
of this section is to discuss and examine how the Basque-American community frequently turned
away from politics in order to preserve their identity and thus prioritized non-threatening cultural
practices.

7

Many Basque diasporic communities around the globe continued to stay in contact and
participated in the politics of their ancestral homeland. However, different communities in the
United States demonstrated varying levels and kinds of political and cultural involvement. In the
early history of Basque people in the Western half of the United States political action was rare,
perhaps because of the kinds of migrants who located there. As Oscar Gila notes, those who
emigrated to the Western United States were often isolated and separated from each other and
the general populace for long stretches of time, preventing the Basque people from joining the
“melting pot” that is the United States.11 It was not until the beginning of the 21st century that
these members of the Basque diaspora would come together and assimilate into US society and
culture. Basque organizations in the Western United States seemed more concerned with mutual
aid societies, their members seeking to be perceived as non-threatening immigrants who wished
to assimilate not challenge American culture.12
By contrast, the Eastern United States Basque community was more politically charged
but still never formed an enduring organized political movement. After arriving in the United
States, Basques in New York organized group activities. Much like their Western counterparts
they chose to host picnics and take day trips to try to recreate their old life. They became more
organized. In 1913, the first Basque-American cultural society was founded in New York City,
the Centro Vasco Association or CVA.13 By 1925, the CVA had its own building and a reported
seven hundred members. The CVA existed as a cultural organization and actively distanced itself
and its members from foreign politics. However, according to Totoricagüena, CVA members
were otherwise more politically involved and knowledgeable than their Western counterparts.

Óscar Álvarez Gila, “Changes on Perception of Ethnic Identity after the End of Mass Migration.”
Ibid
13
William Douglass and Jon Bilbao, Amerikanuak: Basques in the New World, 341-2.
11
12
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There are several reasons for this unusual phenomenon. Many of the original Basques who
emigrated to New York were nationalists. It was not uncommon for some to travel back and
forth from New York to the Basque country bringing back current news and political updates.
Another result of the constant exchange of information also came with requests from the Basque
country in Europe. There were requests for monetary donations from the New York Basque
community to support the nationalist goals of the homeland beginning in the 1920s, though many
did not have the funds to donate to political causes, needing to support their families.14 However,
some were interested in participating in homeland politics. In 1937, the Pro-Euskadi Committee
was formed in order to spread news and awareness of the war and to raise money for the refugees
of the Spanish Civil War. When asked by the Committee, the CVA allowed the Committee to
use their offices and encouraged their members to join the cause.15 Totoricagüena speculates that
this sudden uptick in political interest was a result of the influx of immigrants or their children
who had left Spain under the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera. Thus, they remembered the
oppression that they had experienced and had caused them to flee. The CVA went on to host a
number of charity dances and masses and donated funds to the Pro-Euskadi Committee. It was
also in 1937 that the CVA sent an official telegram congratulating the newly elected President of
the Basque Autonomous Community, referring to him as "our president” in their official records
and promotional materials. The CVA’s organizational statement claimed that they were
unaffiliated with politics, yet their actions increasingly did not match this sentiment. However,
one year later in 1938 the CVA changed its tune and stated it would only raise money to help
their organization as opposed to raising money for refugees and children.16 The Basque

Gloria Pilar Totoricagüena, “Historical Aspects to Political Identity in the New York Basque Community”,
EuskoNews no. 234, (December 2004)
15
Ibid
16
Ibid
14
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community once again turned away from the political world in favor of cultural preservation. It
is not clear as to why, but Totoricagüena speculates that the political leanings of the members
were changing or the fact the Basque Government in exile would soon create a physical
delegation based in Manhattan. Thus, there would be no need to have a separate political
organization, or they wished to further distance themselves from the threat of political
association with a foreign governing body.17 Other possible explanations will be explored later in
this work.
However, it was not just the Committee who argued that the CVA should take a political
stance. Aberria, meaning homeland, formed in 1926 in response to the CVA’s refusal to take a
more overt political stance. However, this counter group to the CVA did not last for even a
decade before shutting down, and many members returned to the CVA. Explanations for this turn
of events vary. It’s closure coincided with the CVA’s foreign humanitarian efforts also coming
to a halt, as members sought to instead raise funds for the organization itself.18 A change in the
CVA's memberships’ opinion on why emphasis should be placed back onto culture could be due
to the potential push back due to the nativist and isolationist movements in the United States.
The sudden decline in New York Basque foreign political involvement was due to public
pressures and scrutiny, though there is no evidence to support this claim. However, this did not
necessarily mean that Basque-Americans lost their interest in homeland politics; rather it simply
showed that there were no organized movements to channel this interest into public activities.

17
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Indeed, the New York Community would continue to be the most politically engaged Basque
community in the United States despite the end of the Pro-Euskadi Committee and Aberria.19
As stated previously, Basques who settled in the Western half of the United States were
not as politically active as were those in the East. Unlike their more cosmopolitan counter parts,
Western Basques stayed isolated not only from other Americans, but also from each other. Many
who stayed after the California Gold rush took up the profession of sheep herding. Sheep herding
was an individualistic occupation and often a herder would be out in the fields with just their
sheep for months at a time.20 This explains why there were few unified communities or
settlements and no large scale cultural or political movements early in their history. Along these
lines, Bilbao and Douglass claimed that one of the reasons that there were no intellectual
movements or newspapers was due to the fact that the communities had not been established as
long as those in South America, and those that had been created had not survived long. Thus they
did not have frequent access if at all to those in the homeland, especially since many of them had
come from South America originally.21 When the Basque Government went into exile after the
conclusion of the Spanish Civil War in the late 1930s, there was a push to connect politically to
the newly exiled Basque nationalists and government officials with the Basques out West, but it
failed. According to Douglass and Bilbao, this was because many of those who went to and
stayed in the Western United States were lower class, illiterate, had not ever had much exposure
or connections to politics, and did not place great importance in such activities.22 It is not clear if
they participated in local American politics during this time. Another reason for the Western

Gloria P. Totoricagüena, "Kaletarrak eta Baserritarrak”
It should be noted that “sheepherder” not “shepherd” is the chosen title used by the Basque Americans based off
of several accounts and sources.
21
William Douglass and Jon Bilbao, Amerikanuak, 357-360.
22
John Bieter, Dave Lachiondo, John Ysura, eds., Becoming Basque: Ethnic Heritage on Boise’s Grove Street
(Boise: Boise State University Publishing, 2014), 12.
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Basques’ lack of political interest, according to Totoricagüena, was a lack of interest or access to
political news. This was perhaps due to the rural origins of many Western Basques, who had
little exposure to nationalist propaganda before or after their settlement in the United States.23 It
would take weeks for newspapers or even just information to arrive and when it did it was out of
date.24 Such isolation steered many Basque nationalists away from the American west and thus a
strong movement was never given the opportunity to crystalize there.
However, what the Western Basque communities lacked in political interest, they made
up for in cultural promotion and creation. Celebration of Basque-American culture has greatly
expanded over the decades and can be seen in the creation of various festivals and cultural
centers in the latter half of the twentieth century. In the 1940s in Nevada there was a push to host
Basque picnics to reacquaint the younger generations with Basque food and dance. This is
similar to how the Basque Communities on the Eastern United States, such as those in New York
also organized similar style picnics and other activities that promoted and preserved Basque
culture. Out West, though, these festivals flourished. Originally limited only to Basque or
Basque-Americans, in 1959, the Western Basque Festival opened to the public and allowed
outsiders to take part in and view Basque culture.25
The Western Basque Festival was first held on June 6th and 7th in 1959 in Reno and
Sparks, Nevada. A flyer advertised the event as “the first annual Western Basque Festival,
organized by local Basques and their descendants…, designed both as a funfest and a tribute to
our people, about whom so little is known in this country. It will mark the first major interstate
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gathering of Basques, their families, and friends from all parts of the West.”26 Uncertainties
marked the event; the flyer encouraged people to reserve tickets in advance so they would have a
rough estimation of how many people they needed to prepare for.27 A pamphlet distributed by
the event venue, described how “festivities will be patterned after old-country feast day
celebrations in the Pyrenees Mountains between Spain and France where the Basque Kingdom
held sway until its conquest and division.”28 As the first major Basque festival open to outsiders,
the Western Basque Festival demonstrated what organizers understood to be Basque culture and
also indicates their desire to solidify Basque identity in the eyes of the outside world. Organizers
staged a Catholic mass, followed by a champion sheep dog expedition, dances, feats of strength
(included chopping wood and rock lifting), and a Mus card game contest.29 Their desire to mount
a festival that would be as “authentic” as possible can be seen in letters organizers sent to the
Basque Language Academy in Bilbao, Spain. The language school obliged the organizers,
offered advice, and sent records for them to play and posters to display.30
The Western Basque Festival reinforces the argument that politics was not a central part
of the identity organizers sought to set out. Overt political activity was absent from it and from
subsequent festivities and would not be a part of later festivals inspired by this one. It can also be
argued that this was because homeland political interest had not passed down to later
generations, like cultural activities were. The event was a success with a large turnout of over six
thousand visitors from over twelve states and three countries. Many Basque and non-Basque
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people attended the festival from other Basque centers, such as Boise, Idaho, and other parts of
the Western United States, international participants and visitors included Basque and Spanish
dancers and members of the French consulate.31 After publicizing the event as far as Oregon and
California, organizers began to realize that there would be a larger than expected turn out and
made the decision to limit the sale of tickets to Basques, their families, and close friends. They
also sought to heighten the Basque appearance of the event, stipulating that even friends of the
Basques must purchase a beret for men or a neckerchief for women at the entrance to be allowed
inside.32
Who created the Western Basque Festival? Some scholars suggest it is important that it
was third generation Basque-Americans that wished to promote their culture. According to
William Douglass, the second generation of immigrants often wishes to separate themselves
from their heritage while the third generation wishes to embrace and learn about it.33 Moreover,
as second and third generation Basques, their loyalty to their birth country the United States
would not be called into question as might have been the case for the previous generation.34 The
era was also important. It was during the 1950s and 1960s that, “ethnicity equated
authenticity.”35
However, one should not mistake the cultural practices on display at the Western Basque
Festival as “authentic” Basque culture. Instead, they should be seen as an interpretation of
Basque culture by Basque-Americans. The songs, fashions, and dances that they displayed at
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these festivals were what had been popular when the Basque families had originally immigrated
to the United States. These older practices were preserved and promoted, though their meanings
and history, as adopted by Basque-Americans, were very different from those in Basque region.
For example, the popular song, Eusko Gudariak, came to be sung at many Basque-American
festivals as a celebration of their heritage.36 Another example can be seen in the reinterpretation
of Basque food culture. Serving meals “family style” comes from the way meals were served at
Basque boarding houses and is not how meals are traditionally served in the Basque country.
Thus, the Western Basque Festival was not a display of stagnant Basque culture in the United
States, but rather promoted a hybrid of Basque and American culture that it portrayed as
“authentic” Basque culture.37
Indeed, since the Western Basque Festival, Basque diasporic organizations have
continued to seek to recreate authentic Basque cultural practices and traditions through such
means, sending requests for Basque government and country assistance. From the 1950s to the
present day, Basque festivals have become a site for an international exchange of cultural
materials and visits of Basque people are a result of the work of the Basque Autonomous
Government. Basque governmental officials have visited many of these events implying they
gave their blessing.38 According to Totoricagüena, there was a massive increase in interaction
between the Basque Government and the many diasporic communities across the globe in the
1980s. Although such exchanges began as a cultural outpouring, sending Basque dancers and
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sports stars around the world they came to include overt political aims too. Success was limited.
In the early 1990s, Basque Delegations met with the United States Vice President, Al Gore,
thanks to the intervention of the United States Basque community.39 Boise, Idaho and Gernika,
Bizkaya became sister cities and are known to send municipal officials to continue this
connection and maintain ties.40However, this political outreach program did not accomplish
anything of note in terms of an explosion of political interest, and political success overall was
limited. Although it may have been the desire of Basque officials to encourage political activism
through cultural exchange, this strategy did not resonate with the Basque-American community
for several reasons.
The history of the Basque-American community reveals how members have faced many
challenges and discriminations based on their ethnicity, religion, and political beliefs. As more
immigrants came, they traveled to the middle part of the country and many in the West were
largely isolated. Later Basques would settle and formed a large, settled community in Boise,
Idaho, and it was here that they would face religious discrimination. The Basques and their
culture were viewed as a threat because they were impoverished and Roman Catholic, which was
in direct opposition contrast to the city’s wealthy Protestants, though this was not a unique
experience as this happened to other immigrant groups as well. Some Basques responded either
by returning to their homeland or adopting American culture, with many choosing to continue to
practice their culture privately.41
The Basque community in the United States suffered other prejudice as well including
being associated with communism during the Cold War and terrorism with the rise of ETA’s
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violence. The Basques were allied with the communist party of Spain during the Spanish Civil
War and thus were suspected of harboring communist ideals in their adopted land.42 Francisco
Franco, the dictatorial leader of Spain allied with the United States against the communist threat
at the start of the Cold War, and he portrayed communist and Basques as the enemy.43 This had
real effects. In the 1930s, the CVA attempted to bring Basque children to New York to help them
escape war-torn Spain. However, their efforts were blocked by the United States State
Department which continued to hold suspicions about the Basque community.44 Basque
immigrants and other members of the community were under surveillance by the American
government throughout the 1940s and 1950s. They also had to contend with anti-Basque rhetoric
coming from Spain, which continued to depict the Basques as communist sympathizers.45
Basques in the diaspora have also suffered discrimination as a result of the perceived
connection between the Basques and terrorism. Beginning in the 1970s, some began to see the
Basque community as associated with the terrorist organization known as Euskadi Ta
Askatasuna (ETA).46 ETA is known for its use of violence to achieve an independent Basque
nation in Europe.47 Much like the accusations of communism, launched an ocean away, so too
did the threat of ETA make its way across the Atlantic and impact the United States Basque
community.
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Gloria Totoricagüena. Identity, Culture, And Politics in the Basque Diaspora. 281-2.
Ibid
44
Ibid
45
Ibid
46
Mark Warbis, “Today’s Topic: Terrorism Leaves Idaho Basques Cool to Separatist Movement” Associated Press,
October 31, 1985, https://apnews.com/article/32a3d5d7aafd0ff9aaa77f1e975fdf7d.
47
ETA, which is an acronym for Euskadi ta Askatasuna, which means Basque Homeland and Freedom. It was
founded in 1959 by a group of college students, who’s goal with the organization was to promote Basque culture
and language which was slowly going extinct in Spain. However, it was only a few years after its inception that the
group embraced violence to demand an independent Basque nation. They became an internationally recognized
terrorist organization as seen in reports from the CIA in the United States. Their violent acts began as simple graffiti
but soon grew in extremism. They went from a nationalist organization protesting the elimination of their culture to
a terroristic organization using violence to achieve their goals. There activities lasted until the current and assumed
permanent ceasefire in 2010 and finally disarmed in 2017.
43

17

ETA once again led to the Basque culture and identity falling under attack due to outside
forces and caused some Basque-Americans to struggle with their identity.48 Although ETA was
never active in the United States, their impact did make waves across the ocean, in Europe,
particularly Spain and France. Not all Basque-Americans had to respond to this new issue in
their community, but some did, forming the organization Anaiak Danok, which will be discussed
below. In recent years ETA activity has dwindled, especially after the declaration of an official
ceasefire in 2017.49 Though the Basque American community still struggles with the association
with ETA, it no longer has as great of an impact as it once did.
The history detailed above helps to explain why the Basque-American community, and
particularly the Western US community within it, has focused on cultural practices and not
political aspects of their identity. This can be clearly seen again in their cultural practices. This is
especially noteworthy with the creation of the North American Basque Organization (NABO),
which would go on to unite the numerous Basque communities across the continent and open
communications for the first time for many. The initiative took root in 1973, in Reno, Nevada,
when a group of people met with the goal of creating a connected organization to unite all
Basque communities across the United States.50 The NABO emerged as one of the largest and
most prominent Basque groups in the diaspora, eventually connecting various Basque
communities' groups from Canada, Mexico, and the Unites States. Their mission statement is
located on their website and part of it reads:
NABO's function is to promote and preserve cultural, civic and social interests and
activities of the Basque people; to cultivate understanding and friendship; to educate and
enlighten the public in matters relating to the Basque people; and to promote and advance
48
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open communication and exchanges among Basques living in North America and the
Basque country and Diaspora.51
Such a statement highlights the diaspora’s continued dedication to promote and preserve
the culture, but largely stays away from homeland political advancement. It would not be until
the 1970s that any noticeable modern political movements would take place in the Western
United States, with the rise of Pete Cenarrusa.
III.

Pete Cenarrusa’s Biography and Political Activism
From an early date, Pete Cenarrusa’s father, Jose Mari Zenarruzabeita-Manguria, knew

that he would not inherit his family’s small farm as he was not the eldest son. Zenarruzabeita,
however had heard of stories about people traveling to the United States and whose earning
potential amounted to a fortune in Basque eyes. In 1907, at the age of seventeen he decided to
leave his family and home country behind for the United States. After arriving in New York
City, he decided to head to Idaho as it was “a magnet for Basque immigrants.”52 It was during his
time here that he decided to simplify his name to Joe Cenarrusa. At a Basque boarding house
where he had visited for years after arriving in Boise, he met his future wife, Ramona Gardoqui,
who worked as a maid there. She too had come to the United States because there were little-tono prospects for her in her home country. They soon married and on December 16, 1917, their
second child, Pete Cenarrusa was born.53
Cenarrusa along with his siblings were raised immersed in Basque culture, and grew
upspeaking only Euskara, the Basque language as opposed to English, which he would not learn
English until he began to attend school. Cenarrusa later recalled memories from his childhood of
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listening to local sheepherders tell stories, which further connected him to his Basque heritage. In
1940, Cenarrusa was attending the University of Idaho with the goal of becoming an agricultural
teacher and spent most of his time studying at the library. It was here that he began to research
current Basque events and what he found would go on to impact the rest of his life and career.
He learned about the attacks on the Basque city of Guernika, bombarded by the Nazi airforce
with the approval of Franco. Guernika was the city his mother had been born and raised in and
he still had family who lived in the city. According to one account, “Guernika was an event of
inhumanity that rocked the core of Cenarrusa’s Basque being.”54 This would serve as an
awakening to Cenarrusa and lead him down a path dedicated to the Basque people. This would
lead to Cenarrusa’s lifelong study and interest in the Basques and an animosity towards Franco.55
However, it would be several decades before he became publicly involved in any major Basque
causes, such as the Burgos 16.
In 1942, during World War II, he joined the United States Marine Corps. Although he
never saw combat, he was a pilot who served as an instructor for naval aviators. In 1946 he met
Freda Coates during a flying lesson. They had their son, Joe Cenarrusa in 1948 and a year later in
1949 Freda and Pete eloped. Like so many Basques, they settled down to manage a farm and
sheep herding business, which they would eventually buy in 1953. Cenarrusa was elected to the
Idaho House of Representatives from 1950 to 1956. He was then elected to be
the Idahoan Secretary of State and held that office from 1967 until his retirement in 2003. He
would serve in public office for over fifty-two years.
In December of 1970, Cenarrusa inserted himself and the Basque community of Boise,
Idaho in Basque foreign politics when sixteen alleged ETA members were accused of
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participating in the Manzanas murder, known as the Burgos trial.56 He was told by a friend who
was an uncle of one of those condemned that the trial was unjust as the courts were rigged in
favor of the accusers.57 This treatment of Basque prisoners was not unusual as Franco’s political
and personal policy involved the complete erasure of Basque culture in Spain.58 Cenarrusa
openly criticized Franco for his intentional decimation of Basque culture and language.59 One
such law prohibited Euskara to be spoken or any songs to be played in public. They were also
not allowed to operate their own schools or scholarships. However, he also opposed Franco’s
dictatorial power and believed in order for the Basque people to be free they needed a
democracy.60 The inhumane treatment, torture, and unjust legal system spurred Cenarrusa to act.
He organized a meeting that was attended by over two hundred people who signed a letter that
was sent to Franco protesting the unfair treatment and requested the United States’ State
Department intercede.61 Cenarrusa used the local Basque radio station to broadcast the sudden
meeting and the reason for it. He wrote in several notes addressed to an unknown recipient, that
it was late to call a meeting, but he spoke to Espe, the local Basque radio host to make an
announcement to alert the Basque and Basque-Americans of Boise. Cenarrusa and his allied
raised funds to help pay the legal fees and fines.62 Cenarrusa went even further by contacting
United States Senator Frank Church of Idaho, who was a member of the Foreign Relations
Committee, and the US Secretary of State to question why the United States continued to support
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Franco’s dictatorship.63 Senator Church would go on to aid many of Cenarrusa’s efforts.64
Cenarrusa’s dedication paid off, as one day before the death sentence was to be applied the
sentence was changed to thirty years in prison. It was not just due to Cenarrusa, but also the
actions of the international community, who also petitioning for the pardon of the men.
However, for him it was a victory that would allow him to come into contact with ETA and
make a name for himself. It should be noted that Cenarrusa did not endorse ETA or call for a
removal of their punishments, but rather a fair trial.65
In the wake of his activism surrounding the Burgos trial Cenarrusa realized he needed to
know more about Basque history. He continued to research the people, their country, and their
government. He was particularly interested in the history of their gaining and losing their
autonomy. Although his intervention was motivated for political reasons, it would soon allow for
him to blend the “apolitical” West and the “political” East. He would use this knowledge to
argue for Basque autonomy and impendence, but also allowed him to spread his knowledge to
future generations. He never lost his strong political motivations, but his research and
connections helped him to expand further and gave him a greater impact of the Basque-American
community. Cenarrusa would be one of the many pioneers of the Basque cultural renaissance of
Boise. Cenarrusa also investigated the conditions and treatment of Basque prisoners following
the Burgos trial.66 Many Basques both in the United States and abroad apparently were inspired
by, and thankful for, Cenarrusa’s actions. On June 3, 1972, ETA wrote a letter to the American
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people and addressed it to the “delegation participating in the Basque Congregation of Idaho.”67
In their letter they conclude, “On behalf of the Basque people, and the E.T.A. organization. We
would like to show our appreciation for this extraordinary reception that we were object too, by
the American people in our behalf. Viva the solidarity among the American and Basque
countries.” It was a thank you note to the people who petitioned Franco to spare the lives of the
Basque people in the Burgos trial. However, it was not just ETA that wrote to responded to
Cenarrusa’s efforts with the Burgos 16. For example, Sabino Berauica, a Basque-American, sent
a letter addressed to Cenarrusa, dated 16 January 1971. Berauica indicated he was sending a
check because of Cenarrusa’s work with the Burgos trial. He called it an awakening for many
Basques. Berauica had heard from someone that they were trying to raise money for “the Basque
cause in Boise,” which is why he enclosed the check.68 The Burgos trial would mark the
beginning of Cenarrusa’s Basque political actions.
In 1971, Cenarrusa made his first trip to the Basque country at the behest of his son, Joe,
who had gone to France to study Euskara and had gotten in touch with their relatives in the
Basque country.69 During his first trip to the Basque country in 1971 Cenarrusa saw for himself
the impact of Franco’s suppression as Euskara was not spoken openly in the streets.70 Cenarrusa
also learned of even more oppression and mistreatment from his son, Joe. During his time in
Iparradle, or the French Basque Country, Cenarrusa and his wife, Freda, met many Basques who
had been arrested by the Guardia Civil as suspected ETA sympathizers who had been tortured.71
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Gloria Pilar Totoricagüena, “Pete T. Cenarrusa: A Post-Modern Basque”

23

Upon his return home he involved himself even further in Basque politics. After his first trip to
Spain, he was convinced that political power, particularly democracy, was the most effective
way to protect Basque identity. In 1972, he pressured the Idaho legislature to ask the United
States national government to press Spain to stop inflicting legal pressure on Basque people for
political reasons. He demanded that if the Spanish government refused, then the United States
should rescind all foreign aid.72 He not only believed that it was the duty of the United States to
aid the Basque people because of their long-standing ties to democracy, but also because the
United States had betrayed them after the Second World War.73 The Basques had aided the
Allies and in return they had hoped the Allied powers would remove Franco from power and
allow them to form an independent nation. However, due to Franco’s strong anti-communist
platform, the United States decided to ally instead with Franco and Spain. Cenarrusa described
the “big letdown” of the United States’ friendship with Franco", which he described as a “moral
blunder.”74 This would be a small part of his argument for Basque independence, or autonomy at
the least.
Pete Cenarrusa fervently espoused a belief in the democratic system, law, and political
freedom, and emphasized these aspects of Basque ideals as well. He frequently equated Basque
culture with that of the United States culture, drawing parallels to the cultural presentation seen
in the Western Basque Festival. In his personal notes he frequently claimed that the Basques
were Europe’s oldest democracy. For example, Cenarrusa wrote in one, “I am so extremely
proud of the Basque people and the people of Basque descent in Idaho and America- for their
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regard in the name of democracy and for the sake of democracy - I hope that the Basque people
will always be.”75 Thus, Cenarrusa’s desire to aid the Basque people would lead him to make
contact with others and other groups, including the Basque organization, Anaiak Danok, of
which Cenarrusa would become the most famous member.
This work has outlined the numerous underlying reasons why political activity did not
take root fully in the Western Basque communities, early in their history. An exception,
however, can be found in the first political Basque movement that began in the Western United
States, as a result of immigration by Basques who had lived under the repressive rule of Franco
and wanted to see a change.76 In the early 1970s Anaiak Danok (AD) was founded. The name
translates to “Brothers All,” and the group included strong proponents of Basque nationalism. It
was originally connected with several Basque organizations, such as the Idaho Basque Studies
Center, the Basque Center, and the Idaho Friends of the Basques. The group had a dual focus on
Basque politics and cultural preservation at its inception.77 In the 1970s, many in Boise wished to
distance themselves from the violence of ETA, though they continued to support the right of
Basques to self-determination and the belief that the Basque country should be independent.
Though some would criticize ETA, AD would choose to support them instead. According to
Simon Archabal, who was the brother of Julien Archabal, the group’s former president, AD
openly supported ETA and its actions. It began as an organization to support the Basques in the
homeland and host Basque celebrations, but soon "transformed" " into a group that supported
ETA’s political aims and tactics.”78 The organization did not last long due to internal conflict
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much of it related to debates over ETA.79 Though the group would ultimately disintegrate in less
than a decade AD apparently had a lasting impact on Pete Cenarrusa, whose views on ETA, the
Basque country and its future continued to develop during this period.
ETA’s goals were largely political, and the group apparently frequently crossed paths
with Pete Cenarrusa. It was during his first trip to the Basque country with his wife to visit his
son, that Cenarrusa went to the city of Donibane Lohitzun in France. This was not a sightseeing
tour, but a meeting with the Basque Government-in-exile and several ETA members. The
Cenarrusas arranged this meeting to hear from ETA and discuss their desires and plans for their
home country.80 They also met with several active members of ETA to learn about their desires
to save Euskadi, and to hear about the oppression they faced under the Franco regime.81 This
visit would be returned in the early 1970s. Several original ETA members, which included one
of the leaders, “Txillardegui,” and other Basque nationalists eventually visited Boise. Pete
Cenarrusa also traveled to Washington D.C., New York, Mexico, Venezuela and Colombia to
gain support for the Basque causes during this period.82 In the late 1970s and early 1980, though,
when the tactics of ETA had changed and began to include greater acts of violence, Cenarrusa no
longer supported the group or their methods. When Cenarrusa was asked about his views he
responded, “We never have supported any kind of violence and are opposed to all violence
whether from ETA or from the Spanish state. I simply believe that people have a right to choose
their own political destiny within a democratic framework and that’s what I want for the Basque
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Country.”83 This was when Cenarrusa publicly turned his back on ETA and their violent means
and worked to promote peaceful democratic change.
The negative association with ETA was apparently shared by others associated with
Cenarrusa. Writing to Cenarrusa, a Basque man named Orozco Barritz described his feelings
about ETA as, “of Basque nationalist moderate views, feels strange the need to clarify the E.T.A.
problem, and the fact that there are other nationalists than E.T.A.”84 This demonstrated the
concern many Basques who did desire home rule felt in having their culture equated to that of an
organization widely perceived as terrorist. Many found it unpalatable to equate the celebrating of
one’s culture to the violent actions of a few.
The impact of ETA carried on for decades, and ETA’s shadow could fall upon others
with Basque interests. Robert Clark, a scholar and historian of ETA history, offered his personal
account of how ETA affected the academic and educational sector. He said that although he did
not ever receive any substantial pushback to his work on ETA in the United States, he clarified to
mean he was never denied a position or discriminated against.85 In an interview, however, Clark
recalled how his participation at a conference at this time might be greeted by others, with
someone remarking, supposedly in jest. He did recall that a few times when attending a meeting
someone would remark, “oh, the ETA representative has arrived we can start our meeting.”86
This was the only negative reaction he received in the United States .87
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Not all were in support of Cenarrusa’s political and cultural promotion of the Basque
people. For example, Cenarrusa received letters from James Larkin, on October 2, 1975 and, on
February 8, 1976, from Frank O. Jacks. Both writers called into question his American patriotism
and loyalty for his country, accused him of being unfit for office, and suggested that he should
not interfere with foreign political matters. Larkin even went so far as to accuse him of
condoning the terrorist organization ETA, because he was Basque and so were, they. Jacks
encouraged him to relocate to another country because he was clearly “un-American” because of
his dual identity. It is unknown if Cenarrusa responded to Jacks’ letter, however he did write
back to Larkin to explain his views. Cenarrusa argued that it was his duty to inform the
American public to the mistreatment of the Basques, a freedom-loving people; he argued that it
was support for the Spanish dictator Franco’s regime that was “un-American.”88
Cenarrusa did not condone violence; but he did support ETA’s ultimate goal. When
discussing ETA, most likely in the 1980s but possible in the 1990s, in a personal note he wrote,
“ETA was a noble entity at the beginning and during the Franco dictatorship
repression.”89 However, he also went on to say that the current state of ETA has gotten out of
hand, “Basques do not condone unlawful tactics – of ETA – their backs are against the wall,”
likely due to the negative backlash as seen by the two writers of the letters and an attempt to
justify his connections with ETA.90 Tensions needed to be lowered. Ultimately, he did not
support their violent actions, however, he did still believe that self-determination was a vital part
of bringing about peace between Spain, France and ETA. In 2002, many members of the Idahoan
legislature, including Cenarrusa, worked to create a, “memorial asking for a complete cessation
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of violence, a condemnation of ETA, the initiation of an immediate peace process, and support
for the right of Basques to self-determination.”91
Pete Cenarrusa’s relationship with ETA was complicated to say the least. Although he
did not approve of their terroristic actions, he did believe their cause and even their name was
significant. Euskadi ta Askatasuna means Basque Homeland and Freedom, and it reflects their
desire to have an independent Basque nation, which Cenarrusa supported. Cenarrusa often
became infuriated when Spanish officials overlooked this critical insight.92 Cenarrusa was an
ardent nationalist and wanted an independent Basque nation. He also tried to advise the United
States government as to how to respond to these complicated issues. However, United StatesBasque relations were complicated by Spanish-American relations. The United States did not
wish to upset the Spanish government by supporting the Basque cause, in part for fear that the
United States would lose their military bases in Spain93. When addressing ETA in the context of
the United States, Cenarrusa appealed to American ideals of freedom and democracy. He argued
that the Basque right to self-determination is a long-standing tradition and existed before Spain
had even formed into a nation. He called upon United States’ long history of democracy and tied
it firmly to the Basque people and stated that they should be allowed go back to this format. In
some of his appeals to the American and Spanish people he claimed that the Basques are the
oldest democracy in Europe. He claimed that the Basques never went beyond their borders, but
that they had been invaded for centuries. Thus, they deserved to have their own independent
nation and the American people should work to put pressure on Spain until this happens.94 This
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rhetoric ran through many of his policies and acts. One prime example of his work at home was
lobbying the Idaho House of Representatives and Senate to approve of the creation of several
Basque memorial statues, which will be examined later in this work.95 However, there are also
numerous instances of him traveling to Basque cities and attending many meetings and events
held by the Basque government.96
Up until the end of his life, Cenarrusa continued to champion the Basque cause and
people. His political actions also affected those at home, not just those abroad. Pete Cenarrusa’s
contributions led him to be awarded the title, “Basque of the World” in 2001.97 Even after his
retirement he worked as Idaho’s unofficial Basque ambassador.98 He continued to receive
Basque foreign dignitaries such as the Basque Minister of the Environment, Esther Larranaga in
2007.99 In many ways, his early career marked a high point of political activism in the west, and
no major moments of political activism followed Cenarrusa’s retirement. Though Cenarrusa did
impact some members of the next generation, such as Gloria Totoricagüena. According to
Totoricagüena, it was because of his work that she was introduced to the subject of Basque
politics which inspired her future career.100 She is more of the exception. Many in the subsequent
generations of Basque-Americans do not take interest in Basque homeland politics, which seems
to have fallen out of favor. Although Cenarrusa’s political influence has diminished, his
contributions to cultural movements have more clearly transcended generations.
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Gloria Pilar Totoricagüena, “Pete T. Cenarrusa: A Post-Modern Basque”
98
Quane Kenyon, Pete Cenarrusa, Bizkaia to Boise, 193.
99
Correspondence from Esther Larranaga to Pete and Freda Cenarrusa, 19 January 2007, MSS-240, Box 10, Folder
01, Diaspora – Homeland Relations – Correspondence with political overtones, Boise State Archives, Boise, Idaho,
United States of America.
100
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Cenarrusa’s Lasting Legacy: Cultural Promotion and Preservation Efforts

IV.

“For many, their passion to learn is rooted in the idea that language, regardless, they find
a deeper connection to the culture.”101
Cenarrusa’s greatest contributions to Basque cultural preservation and promotion can be
seen in his dedication to the continued use of the Basque language. Basque identity for thousands
of years has been tied to their extraordinary language. Their country’s name, Euskadi Herria
means, “Land of the Basque Speakers.”
How crucial is the Basque language to the identity of the Basques at home and in the
diaspora? Some note that there are downsides of continuing to teach and use Euskara. Indeed,
even the scholar Robert Clark noted his concerns regarding the viability and expense of
preserving the language of Euskara. Not only does such study entail a great monetary expense,
dependent upon personal or tax dollars to create and fund schools, it is expensive mentally.
Contemporary people prefer to simplify their lives and using multiple languages complicates it.
It is not uncommon for languages to be passed over and forgotten especially if they are not
“world languages,” Clark observes.102 Thus, a person cannot only speak Euskara, and must learn
other languages such as Spanish or French if they are in the Basque country. If one is in the
United States is not essential to learn Euskara, a task which even Clark describes as “more of a
hobby.”103
Many in the United States identify themselves as Basque-American as descendants of
ethnically Basque people, and the distinction of language is not as commonly used. Immigrants
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who came to the United States spoke Euskara, and sometimes Spanish or French. Many in the
first generation held on to their language and taught it to their children who would speak Euskara
at home and English outside of the home. Over time English became more prominent, though the
language never fully disappeared. In 1925, a Boise Basque radio program host, Espe Algeria,
spoke only Euskera and would raise funds for medical services for those back in the Basque
country. Over time, however, the language stopped being spoken outside the home and was only
used for families; by the third generation many did not even learn the language much less speak
it.104
However, others in the United States Basque diaspora argue the need to learn Euskara to
better connect with their culture. Again, as one writer on Basque issues has stated, “Language is
a foremost measure of Basque culture; in fact, Basques refer to themselves as Euskaldundk (one
who speaks Basque), thus defining themselves by their language.” 105 Along these lines, Josie
Luis Arrieta, a Basque immigrant, stated that he was determined that his grandchildren learn the
Basque language. This was his way of preserving Basque identity and culture through
language.106
The collection Becoming Basque explained that the Basque language, Euskara, is
undergoing a resurgence. One of the of the sites of this renaissance is Boise.107 In 1998, the first
Basque pre-school outside of the Basque country opened in Boise.108 Pete Cenarrusa played an
important role in this language and wider cultural renaissance. As stated previously, Cenarrusa
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grew up speaking Euskara at home and wanted to ensure that the language endured and was
shared with the following generations. Thus, he and his wife, made many financial contributions
to ikastolas in the Basque country. Ikastolas are preschools that use the Basque language and are
not common outside of the Basque Country. They are largely responsible for introducing or
reinforcing the knowledge and use of the Basque language for young children. These acts of
generosity proved that Cenarrusa was dedicated to continuing education for future generations.
This likely inspired his decision to offer financial and professional aid to those studying the
Basque people through his foundation and the Basque Studies Program, which will be explored
in greater detail below.
Cenarrusa’s longest lasting legacy is not his political career as other scholars, like
Totoricagüena, would argue. His primary legacy is his cultural and academic contributions to
future generations through the creation of his foundation. Although politics was in many ways
the major focus of his early life, it is not true of his legacy. During Cenarrusa’s lifetime and
since, Basque identity has continued to grow and expand thanks to the creation of Basque spaces
both physical and online. Many of these spaces continue to promote Basque culture and tend to
overlook or shun Basque politics. This is due to a lack of interest, as well as the negative impact
of the Catalan independence movement. However, culture continues to stay strong and has even
created its own physical spaces.
In Lekuak: The Basque Places of Boise, Idaho by Meggan Laxalt explored the growth of
Basque cultural spaces in Boise, Idaho. One of the locations examined was the famous Basque
Block located in downtown Boise on Grove Street.109 In this section of the city there is a mixture
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of older and newer generation’s traditions and buildings including Basque boarding houses and
the Basque Museum and Cultural Center. One can hear Euskara being spoken on the street and
see Basque symbols displayed. The story of the creation of the Basque block is an example of the
ways Basque identity is created, preserved, and has evolved. It began in the 1980s with petitions
to preserve the historic buildings. The local government began renovations on the street to
encourage greater traffic and economic interest from non-Basque people, while still preserving
the Basque history. It was because of this event that the second Jaialdi festival was held in 1990
and again in 1995 in the traditionally Basque area. It would be in 1999 that plans to create a
Basque Cultural district on Grove Street was set into motion.110
In 2000 on July 28th, the official opening of the Basque Block occurred and was attended
by Basques and non-Basques alike, including a special delegation sent by the Basque
government.111 It would be the center for many different Basque Festivals and celebrations. Pete
Cenarrusa would also attend events held at the Basque Block, as seen in a photo from 2008 at the
Boise State University Archive. After his political career ended he still attended and supported
cultural events.112 This shows an increase in ethnic expression in comparison to the earlier
concealment of Basque identity.113 Cenarrusa also contributed to the Basque Block with the
Cenarrusa Center for Basque Studies, which later changed its name to the Cenarrusa Foundation
for Basque Culture in 2005. This center would also sponsor a Basque studies minor at Boise
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State University.114 However, this was not the only physical space he created for the Basques of
Boise.
He also contributed to the Basque presence through political action, but for cultural
means. Three times Cenarrusa addressed the state legislature to create Basque monuments in
Boise, Idaho.115 Thus, he contributed to the only Basque designated space in the United States,
through the Cenarrusa Foundation, which was created to keep the Basque culture alive.
Cenarrusa also advocated and helped to write state legislature for the creation of Basque
monuments in Boise, Idaho in 1972, 2002 and 2006.116 In 2002, Pete Cenarrusa addressed the
Idaho House of Representatives, as Speaker of House in honor of his years of service to ask for
the passage of the Idaho Memorial 114.117 In the Statement of Purpose and Fiscal Impact
sections, which he co-authored with David Bieter said,
Idaho is the home of thousands of the descendants of Basque immigrants. […]
Through this joint memorial the Idaho legislature stands with the Basques and all
Idahoans in opposing all violence in the Basque Country and calling for the immediate
convocation of a process to bring about a lasting peace. […] The Basques are the oldest
indigenous people of Western Europe. Since the beginning of recorded history, their
language and culture have been present in the same area of what became parts of Spain
and France. Out of respect for this heritage and America s commitment to our own
struggles for freedom, this memorial expresses Idaho's support of the right of the Basques
to self-determination.118
This statue serves as a site of memory and heritage. It continues to promote and spread
the message of Basque culture and heritage, by calling for an end to the violence and the creation
of Basque autonomy. It specifically stated that the Basque people’s language and culture are
distinct from that of Spain and France and should be celebrated. It also explicitly denounces ETA
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and all forms of violence. It serves as a blend of political and cultural promotion, as it relates to
his goal of promoting an independent Basque nation, but also emphasizes why onlookers should
take interest. It is one of the many Basque statues and artworks that decorate the city the of
Boise.
More broadly, a significant part of Cenarrusa’s legacy is the Cenarrusa Foundation for
Basque Culture, which was created in 2003.119 This was a joint effort with his wife and many
others including Joe Eiguren, the founder of the first Basque ikastola outside of the United
States.120 According to the Cenarrusa Foundation's website their mission is to, "promote...the
culture and history of the Basques by providing resources for performances, presentations and
programs […] The Foundation is the entity that can provide the added degree of assistance –
financial or professional – that can make the critical difference for any organization that seeks to
promote Basque Culture.” With additional funding and support from the Basque Autonomous
Government, the Foundation supported the creation of the Basque Studies Program at the
University of Idaho, Boise. It also offers scholarships to and sponsored the Basque Studies
Program.121 The Foundation continues to provide grant money for those who wish to promote
and study Basque culture.122 Cenarrusa’s foundation thus allows future generations to be able to
continue to connect with their Basque heritage and allow others to learn about the Basque
people. By studying under the Basque Studies Program students are able to learn aspects of
Basque culture such as dance, music, and cuisine. However, they are also required to take at least
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two language courses on introductory Euskara. This perfectly aligns with Cenarrusa’s dedication
to keeping the language alive and in use as seen previously through his donations to ikastolas in
the Basque country.
V.

Conclusion
Despite his long-term advocacy for Basque causes, Pete Cenarrusa’s political activism

has not found a strong echo in recent times. Even in the more politically active areas, such as
New York, the younger generations are showing a lessening knowledge in Basque homeland
politics, but also their own cultural heritage and practices.123 The wider Basque-American
community remains focused on cultural issues and less so on calls for independence. The
lingering impact of ETA may be one explanation for this. Another may be the rise of the Catalan
independence movement and its impact upon the Basque people. This movement has stopped
some Basques, who fear reprisals after witnessing the negative responses of the Spanish State.124
Although some are sympathetic to the Catalans’ efforts they have so far chosen to watch and not
participate.125 Indeed, the Basque country itself benefits from an autonomy statute that gives
them rights that are not afforded to other regions in Spain, and this seems to have cooled the
nationalist fervor of previous decades.126 Passions amongst Basque-Americans have cooled as
well. Though some will continue to be interested in Basque politics, many will be satisfied with
what they have and give greater focus to ensuring the survival of their culture.127 On this level, it
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would seem Cenarrusa and his allies failed in their mission of winning greater prominence for
Basque political causes.
Cenarrusa’s influence and contributions loom over the Basque Block and its website,
which prominently features the Cenarrusa Foundation for Basque Culture alongside other
Basque-American organizations.128 Indeed, from the perspective of 2021, Cenarrusa’s longest
lasting legacy is not his political career as other scholars, like Totoricagüena, might argue. His
primary legacy can be found in his cultural and academic contributions to future generations. In
this way, Cenarrusa’s legacy may be representative of the wider Basque-American community’s
tendency to favor culture over politics in the long run – a pattern that extends back into the
twentieth century and the turn away from overt political activism by nationalist organizations.
While the days of politically charged rhetoric about Basque independence have come to a
simmer if the fire is lit at all, the Basque-American community that Pete Cenarrusa helped to
foster endures.
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